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Reporting and Reception 
The Reporting and Reception of Indigenous Issues in the Australian Media was a 
three year project financed by the Australian government through its Australian 
Research Council Large Grants Scheme and run by Professor John Hartley (of 
Murdoch and then Edith Cowan University, Western Australia).  The purpose of the 
research was to map the ways in which indigeneity was constructed and circulated in 
Australia's mediasphere.  
The analysis of the 'reporting' element of the project was almost straightforward: a 
mixture of content analysis of a large number of items in the media, and detailed 
textual analysis of a smaller number of key texts. The discoveries were interesting - 
that when analysis approaches the media as a whole, rather than focussing 
exclusively on news or serious drama genres, then representation of indigeneity is 
not nearly as homogenous as has previously been assumed.  And if researchers do 
not explicitly set out to uncover racism in every text, it is by no means guaranteed 
they will find it1. 
The question of how to approach the 'reception' of these issues - and particularly 
reception by indigenous Australians - proved to be a far more challenging one.  In 
attempting to research this area, Hartley and I (working as a research assistant on the 
project) often found ourselves hampered by the axioms that underlie much media 
research.    
Traditionally, the 'reception' of media by indigenous people in Australia has been 
researched in ethnographic ways.  This research repeatedly discovers that indigenous 
people in Australia are powerless in the face of new forms of media. Indigenous 
populations are represented as victims of aggressive and powerful intrusions: ‘What 
happens when a remote community is suddenly inundated by broadcast TV?’; 
‘Overnight they will go from having no radio and television to being bombarded by 
three TV channels’; ‘The influence of film in an isolated, traditionally oriented 
                                                 
1 See John Hartley and Alan McKee (forthcoming) The Indigenous Public Sphere, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 
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Aboriginal community’2.  This language of ‘influence’, ‘bombarded’, and 
‘inundated’, presents metaphors not just of war but of a war being lost.  It tells of an 
unequal struggle, of a more powerful force impinging upon a weaker one.  What else 
could be the relationship of an Aboriginal audience to something which is 
‘bombarding’ them?  Or by which they are ‘inundated’? 
This attitude might best be summed up by the title of an article by Elihu Katz: ‘Can 
authentic cultures survive new media?’3.  In such writing, there is little sense that 
what is being addressed might be seen as a series of discursive encounters, 
negotiations and acts of meaning-making in which indigenous people — 
communities and audiences —might be productive.   
Certainly, the points of concern in this type of writing are important.  The question 
of what happens when a new communication medium is summarily introduced to a 
culture is certainly an important one.  But the language used to describe this 
interaction is a misleading one.  And it is noticeable that such writing is fascinated 
with the relationship of only traditionally-oriented Aboriginal communities to the 
media of mass communication.   
The Reporting and Reception project aimed to find different ways to address 
Aboriginal audiences.  For it appears that it is the research methodology of previous 
writing that leads to the repeated finding that Aboriginal audiences are powerless. 
Ethnographic audience work focuses on the 'reality' of private, unmediated, 
unguarded utterances.  This object of study means that the private, individualised 
audience member is placed against the public machinery of mass communications - a 
model of culture that has predictable results.  As Hartley argues: 
                                                 
2 Neil Turner, ‘Pitchat and Beyond’, Artlink vol. 10, nos. 1&2, (1990) 43-45; 
Australian Society, ‘Culture shock by satellite’, Australian Society, 1 October 
1982, 14-15;  D H Thompson, ‘The influence of film in an isolated 
traditionally oriented Aboriginal community’, The Aboriginal Child at  
School, vol. 11 no. 4 (1983), 47-53. 
3 Elihu Katz, ‘Can authentic cultures survive new media?’, Journal of 
Communication Australia, vol. 27 no. 2 (1977), 113-121.  
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If you look at a very complex piece of communicational machinery - a truck, say - 
whose intricacies you admire but whose power you fear, and then you look at a 
laboratory mouse and you ask: if I put this mouse on this road in the way of this 
juggernaut, how is the mouse going to interact with it? - the answer is going to be 
obvious but not worth listening to.  Wrong comparison: silly question4. 
By contrast, this project sought to analyse public (textualised) audiences.  This 
resulted in quite a different - and no less real5 - picture of indigenous media 
consumption in Australia.  This methodology leads to the discovery that indigenous 
audiences are engaging with mass communications media in a public sphere, and in 
a public way (politically). 
Researching the 'reception' of media by indigenous audiences in Australia, we did 
not sit with individual viewers and note their reactions to media texts; nor did we 
attempt to listen in on their conversations. Rather, we approached this question by 
considering the cultural production of indigenous audience members in relation to 
the media.  The texts they produced did not have to be private, unguarded or 
thoughtless.  The project was not concerned to uncover what they ‘really’ thought at 
some unconscious level.  Rather, publicly circulated texts were taken as the 
materials for analysis.  The result was a model of Aboriginal audiencehood quite 
                                                 
4 John Hartley Popular Reality: Journalism, Modernity, Popular Culture (London: 
Arnold, 1996), p. 234.  
5 See Sonia Livingstone, ‘Audience reception: the role of the viewer in retelling 
romantic drama’, in James Curran and Michael Gurevitch (eds), Mass Media 
and Society (London, New York, Melbourne and Auckland: Edward Arnold, 
1991, 285-306), p. 285; Dennis McQuail, Mass Communication Theory, Third 
Edition (London, Thousand Oaks, New Delhi: Sage, 1994), p. 283; John 
Hartley, Tele-ology: Studies in Television (New York and London: Routledge, 
1992), p. 105; Ien Ang, Desperately Seeking the Audience (London and New 
York: Routledge, 1991), p. 11; and Ien Ang, Living Room Wars: Rethinking 
Media Audiences for a Postmodern World (London and New York: Routledge, 
1996). 
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different from many of those which have been previously produced in Australia6. It 
was explicitly ‘strategic’, ‘partial’ and even ‘uncertain’7. We make no easy claims 
for the 'reality' of the public audiencehood we describe; but we would resist the 
attempts of ethnographically-oriented audience research to dismiss it as merely 
'textual' ('public').  
A number of examples demonstrate both the kinds of material analysed, and some of 
the findings that emerged from the project. 
The first example is one from a private sphere, but it is neither innocent nor 
untutored. Talking to an indigenous colleague at Edith Cowan University, we 
discussed the local newspaper.  The University is in Perth, Western Australia, and 
the state paper is called the West Australian.  It is the only state-wide newspaper 
produced in the area, it has one of the highest per capita penetrations in the world, 
and it has a strange address.  It seems, from the tone of its presentation, that the 
paper has a strong investment in believing itself to be radically inclusive: genuinely 
to speak to all Western Australians.  Of course, it does nothing of the kind. It is not a 
broadsheet, but neither is it a tabloid; not exactly reactionary, but certainly not left-
wing.  It is insistently banal and commonsensical. 
The West Australian was recently honoured by the Louis Johnson Media Awards.  
Judged by a panel of indigenous and non-indigenous journalists and non-journalists, 
these awards are presented for excellence in the reporting of Aboriginal affairs.  In 
1996, the West Australian was the winner of the award for ‘Best print entry’.  The 
award was presented to the paper’s Aboriginal affairs journalist Karen Brown, in 
recognition of several years’ worth of sensitive and thoughtful work on Aboriginal 
issues. 
                                                 
6 Although see Eric Michaels, ‘Hollywood iconography: a Warlpiri reading’, in 
Philip Drummond and Richard Paterson (eds), Television and its Audience: 
International Research Perspectives (London: BFI, 1988, 109-124); and 
Michael G Singh ‘Struggle for truth: Aboriginal reviewers contest disabling 
prejudice in print’, Aboriginal Child at School vol. 14 no. 1 (Feburary/March 
1986), 3-19, pp. 4-5 for attempts to find a similar approach. 
7 Ang, 1996, op cit, pp. 41, 42. 
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Against this background, I was talking to my colleague about media representation 
of Aboriginal issues and he said, ‘I see that paper [the West Australian] in the shop, 
and I can’t even pick it up, it’s so racist’.  This statement suggests a complete refusal 
to engage with the text.  For him, it is meaningful as a whole (it is 'racist'), but he 
will not engage with the specific articles which it publishes.  Karen Brown’s articles 
are literally meaningless to him; the fact of her winning the award says very little for 
him about the representation of Aboriginality in that text.  For this audience position, 
the West Australian, as a general object, is a racist text, regardless of what articles it 
publishes. 
A second example represents a very public version of Aboriginal audienceship.  In 
May 1996, a press release detailed an Aboriginal march against media representation 
of indigenous issues: 
Wednesday 15 May 1996 at 12.15pm 
The media has to stop its biased reporting about Aboriginal people, printing 
and sensationalising half truths instead of printing full truths.  The media is 
causing racism in our society.  Some people in our society are ignorant about 
our cause and what really happens in our communities.  These people are 
stereotyping every Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander they meet … the 
commercial TV stations and newspapers wake up and look at what you are 
doing.  You give our society no real chance of true reconciliation8 
What is particularly interesting about this march against the media is the reason that 
it was called.  The organiser, Joanne Della Bona, coordinated the event in response 
to two events occurring in the previous week.  In the first, a friend of Della Bona’s 
was refused service in a bottle shop.  In the second, another friend was refused 
service at a ticketing service.  In neither event was the media involved. Yet the 
public position offered to prospective marchers/audience members was to decry the 
pervasive racism presented by - and caused by - the media. 
Neither of these examples is cited to stand as an anecdote about eccentricity.  Rather, 
each suggests an audience reaction, a position which is offered to Aboriginal 
                                                 
8 Joanne Della Bona, ‘Urgent. Street Procession’, Press release from Coolabaroo 
Neighbourhood Centre, Perth, Western Australia, 14 May 1996. 
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readers.  This might be characterised as an intense engagement with the media — an 
insistent circulation of meaning about them — which has little to do with individual 
texts, or the meanings which might be made of those individual texts.  Rather, this is 
a profoundly resistant audience.  It is an audience which proclaims its hatred of the 
media, which sees in the media sources of racism, and which is willing publicly to 
speak out against them in terms not of individual texts, but of ‘the media’ as a 
whole.   
A third example makes this attitude towards the media clear.  This comes from 
Telling Both Stories, a book which brings together the contributions which were 
made to a National Media Forum in 1996.  This event was set up by John Hartley 
specifically to allow indigenous audiences and media practitioners to meet and to 
discuss indigenous representation in the media.  To pass once again through the 
arguments which opened this article, this series of Aboriginal voices — speaking in 
public, reproduced as a book — would be unlikely to be admitted as suitable 
‘ethnographic’ evidence for an audience study.  But when ethnography thus excludes 
the material from consideration by a search for a ‘real’ Aboriginal audience, I see 
this as ethnography’s loss.  The material is valuable, and no less so for not fitting 
ethnography’s conception of what constitutes a ‘real’ audience. 
The contributors to this Forum once again make public elements of this Aboriginal 
audiencehood: 
The media have a lot to answer for, for what is happening around the place.  
And I think that the media should look into their consciences and find out and 
see what they’re doing to other people, before [they] put pen to paper and 
wreck someone’s lives or have someone killed9 
These voices present a particular form of Aboriginal audiencehood.  It is an audience 
position where the media are not read, yet are named racist; where their texts are not 
involved in the everyday production of meaning, but are cited as the cause of racism 
in society.  These examples are used not to suggest that the Aboriginal people in 
                                                 
9 Maud Walsh, in John Hartley and Alan McKee (eds) Telling Both Stories: 
Indigenous Austalia and the Media (Perth: Edith Cowan University, 1996), p. 
98. 
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question have somehow got it wrong; rather, they point to a tactical audience 
response.  The meanings this audience are making and distributing about the media 
involve a refusal to consume particular texts, even seeing them as irrelevant; while 
dealing instead with their ‘social image’10.  The media are racist, the media are the 
cause of racism.   
Another aspect of this indigenous audiencehood is a tendency towards participation 
in the mainstream media: 
Over the years I’ve learned by trial and error on how the media operate.  
Sometimes it’s been good, but I suppose 70 percent of the coverage from my 
point of view has been bad . . . even though I’ve never studied media, I think 
I’ve had a crash course in what goes on, and so now, my example can help 
people who are going to be in my position in the future, not only to get to 
know the media but also to handle them, and use them in a way so that they 
can gain from it11. 
[T]here are a lot of things we learned about working with the media.  Our 
initial experience, as has been said by many speakers today, was of not much 
interest being shown in the issues we were talking about. . .we developed 
strategies of how to make the issue of deaths in custody a breakfast item on 
every Australian’s breakfast table for a number of years . . . We set up teams, 
indigenous, non-indigenous media teams, to harass the media every day.  We 
did lots of tricks.  For example, we knew when the closing time was for the 
media to put their news out, and we know that they always go to the police to 
ask for their comments, so we’d sit up at night at ten o’clock and put our 
media releases through at that time, so that the police spokespeople couldn’t 
have an opportunity to respond12. 
This is more recognisably the tradition of an active audience. It is an important part 
of the experience of indigenous people in Australia dealing with new media.   
                                                 
10 Ang, 1996, op cit. 
11 Chris Lewis, in Hartley and McKee (eds), op cit, p17. 
12 Helen Corbett, in ibid, p102. 
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My interest in this present article is to try to explain why it was so difficult to 
perform this analysis - adequately to think of the ways in which these texts might be 
taken as an account of the 'reception' of indigenous texts.  Surely they are public 
responses, somehow unreal? Indeed, to some researchers, it might appear that the 
work is worse than useless - that it in fact denies the 'reality' of indigenous responses 
to these media.   
Surveying recent writing on audience research in media studies, it seems that two 
commonsense - and quite contradictory - axioms underlie it: 
1. 'Reality' is a discursive construct 
2. Ethnographic studies of audiences are more 'real' than other forms of media 
research. 
While the first of these is familiar, the second I think is less often stated in such 
uncompromising terms.  Nevertheless, an analysis of recent writing in the area 
suggests that such a perception is present in much media studies research on 
audiences. A continuing strand of media theory - and by no means a marginal or 
residual one - insists that a necessary correlative to the overly abstract work of 
textual analysis in media studies is a turn not only to audiences, but to ethnographic 
work on audiences. And this is often promoted as a turn to the 'real'.  For example, 
Virginia Nightingale's Studying Audiences is subtitled 'The shock of the real'.  David 
Morley and Roger Silverstone claim that 'Ethnographies, by their very nature, are 
grounded in the realities of other people'. In synonymous terms, Rosalind Brunt 
claims that previous attention to textual audiences in media studies demands a turn 
to 'ethnography', which deals with 'actual beings living in a material world'. Marie 
Gillespie seems to claim an escape from discourse when she suggests that: '[t]he 
ethnographer reads the world through the eyes of her informants themselves'13. 
                                                 
13Virginia Nightingale, Studing Audiences: the Shock of the Real (London: 
Routledge, 1996); David Morley and Roger Silverstone, ‘Communication and 
context: ethnographic perspectives on the media audience’, in Klaus Bruhn 
Jensen and Nicholas W Jankowski (eds), A Handbook of Qualitative 
Methodologies for Mass Communication Research (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1991, 149-162), p. 54; Rosalind Brunt, ‘Engaging with the Popular: 
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What is this 'ethnographic' work which is championed by these writers?  It is 
relatively easy to describe it - for its boundaries have been carefully policed. Writers 
such as Nightingale, Nicholas Janowski and Fred Wester, and James Lull have 
claimed that audience research which does not involve participant observation 
should not be calling itself 'ethnographic'14.  Analysis of audiences through texts 
such as letters, public statements and so on is, we are told, not ethnographic: and 
thus, by the logic mentioned above, it is further from the 'real'. 
Such a position, when explicitly formulated, seems immediately convincing.  For it 
is uncontroversial nowadays to note that all social material must be textualised 
before it can become meaningful, and circulated as academic work.  That is to say, 
the spoken words of informants, their interaction when watching television, even the 
furniture on which they sit must all be rendered as texts before researchers can make 
use of them15. Letters to researchers, or other forms of public utterance, are no more 
                                                                                                                                                        
audiences for mass culture and what to say about them’, in Lawrence 
Grossberg, Cary Nelson and Paula Treicher (eds), Cultural Studies (New 
York: Routledge, 1992, 69-76), p. 69; Marie Gillespie, Television, Ethnicity 
and Cultural Change, (London: Routledge, 1995) p. 1.  
14 Virginia Nightingale, ‘What’s “ethnographic” about ethnographic audience 
research?’, in John Frow and Meaghan Morris (eds), Australian Cultural 
Studies: a Reader (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1993, 149-161), p. 153; 
Nicholas W Jankowski and Fred Wester, ‘The qualitative tradition in social 
science enquiry: contributions to mass communication research’, in Klaus 
Bruhn Jensen and Nicholas W Jankowski (eds), A Handbook of Qualitative 
Methodologies for Mass Communication Research (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1991, 44-74), p. 55; James Lull, ‘Critical response: the audience as 
nuisance’, Critical Studies in Mass Communication vol. 5 no. 3, (1988) 239-
243, p. 242.  
15 For examples of the last of these, see Roger Silverstone Eric Hirsch and David 
Morley, ‘Listening to a long conversation: an ethnographic approach to the 
study of information and communication technologies in the home’, Cultural 
Studies vol. 5 no. 2 (1991), 204-227, p. 213; and Ellen Seiter ‘Making 
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textualised than the 'private' or unguarded performances transcribed by 
ethnographers. 
This is, emphatically, not to suggest that there is no difference between these various 
kinds of evidence.  The status of these texts differs widely in terms of their 
public/private status, and their authorship (researcher or informant).  I quibble 
merely with the suggestion that private, unguarded utterances, transcribed by 
researchers, are more 'real', 'authentic' or 'natural' than those produced by audiences 
for public circulation16. The claims implicit in the terminology also worry me.  To 
posit that one methodology investigates 'reality' is not simply to describe it as one 
possible approach among others.  It rather grants it an ontological priority. If 
ethnographic audience research claims to be able to access 'reality', and others 
cannot, I sense that this is a fairly strong claim on value.  It leaves other approaches 
to media research with, at the most, a marginal importance. 
In The Reporting and Reception of Indigenous Issues, we found that indigenous 
Australians were (and again, even stating this explicitly makes it sound absurd to 
have to do so) perfectly capable of formulating public responses to their own 
representation. They did not exist purely in the form of disenfranchised individual 
consumers. Which - again to try to anticipate argument - is not to deny inequity in 
access to the public sphere.  Obviously, the massive resources of some 
communications companies provide them with privileged access to the technology of 
mass distribution.  But, as Rita Felski has recently argued with respect to 'the 
                                                                                                                                                        
distinctions in TV audience research: case study of a troubling interview’, 
Cultural Studies, vol. 4 no. 1 (January 1990), 61-71, p. 66.  
16 James Clifford suggests that it is the lack of public authorship of informant's words that 
traditionally guarantees the status of ethnographic research: 
the oral-to-literate narrative [is] hidden in the very word informant ... The Native 
speaks, the anthropologist writes.  ‘Writing’ or ‘inscribing’ functions 
controlled by the indigenous collaborators are elided ... thinking of the so-
called informant as writer/inscriber shakes things up a bit'. James Clifford, 
‘Traveling cultures’, in Lawrence Grossberg, Cary Nelson and Paula Treicher 
(eds), Cultural Studies (New York: Routledge, 1992, 96-111), p. 100. 
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feminist public sphere'17, this does not condemn groups without such resources to 
remain voiceless in the 'private' sphere.  They may not have easy access to 'the' 
(dominant) public sphere - but there are a multiplicity of other public spheres to 
which they can contribute. 
We need not dismiss these powerful, public indigenous audiences as being less 'real' 
than those uncovered by ethnographic research.  Rather, we can accept that the 
object of study of all audience research is textual. This indigenous audience is no 
longer 'bombarded' or 'inundated'.  While it is absolutely true that it does not have 
equal access to ‘the’ (national) public sphere, this does not deny it access to all 
public spheres.  Against a history of indigenous audiences who were not productive 
of meaning, who functioned only as private individuals, and so had little defence 
against ‘bombardment’s and ‘inundation’s, it is proposed that public and partial 
versions of Aboriginal audiencehood provide enabling pictures of interaction with 





                                                 
17 Rita Felski, Beyond Feminist Aesthetics: Feminist Literature and Social Change 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1993).  
